This particular article draws on research related to schooling as a site. One interest here is to consider actual classroom practice in relation to the rhetoric by which the policies and reforms have been introduced; a second is to consider the actual classroom practices 1 The move to extend vocational orientations and opportunities in school in Australia is a national one, but the school curriculum, assessment and teacher professional development are organized on a state basis, and both the form of the HSC certifications and the form in which vocational subjects are currently accredited is not uniform across states.
take examinations in those subjects within the Higher School Certificate, and by doing so gain scores which will count towards their combined university entrance score (UAI).
The subjects are recognized components of the year 12 course of study regardless of whether the student sits the HSC examination, and it is not mandatory that they do the latter. However only students taking the examination will receive a numerical score and be able to use the subject for university admission purposes.
In terms of 'new' and 'old' vocationalism: who speaks what language?
In 2002 developing greater vocational attributes, orientations and identity across all students. For others, the issue is about how accredited vocational subjects should be taught, and the problems in adequately teaching these (especially in relation to work placement). And for yet others, the issue of VET is about 'marginalized' or 'at risk' students, and special projects that can be put in place in partnership with industry to save these. The
Australian parliamentary inquiry report into VET in schools (Learning to Work, Australia 2004) itself spends two out of its ten chapters discussing differences and conflicting agendas in relation to this arena.
Agendas about vocational learning in schools are messy because the new policy moves confront older constructions both about who vocational students in schools are and about what vocational knowledge is. Historically, 'vocational' in the context of secondary schools in Australia, was framed in a class-based differentiation of types of students and a mental-manual differentiation of types of knowledge. 'Vocational' subjects were particular courses of study for those students who do not do well in 'academic' subjects, forms of study where core subjects such as English and Mathematics will be modified and seen to be of lower standard, and where students taking the vocational subjects will proceed to jobs or apprenticeships and not to university. 'Vocational' teachers often were recruited differently to 'academic' teachers, with different courses of training and more restricted career opportunities. Vocational students in this conception were not all students but some students.
In terms of what vocational knowledge looks like, the contemporary forums and policy changes confront a second issue, the changing nature of jobs and of work. The various attempts to construct 'generic' skills and attributes is emblematic of the new problematic.
( Curtis 2001; Hayward 2004; Hayward and Fernandez 2004; Williams in press ). Policies and literature across a wide spectrum are concerned about the knowledge society, ongoing change, the belief that workers will be required to change jobs and learn new things in the course of their working lives. So the question of vocational curriculum for schools also elicits questions about whether 'working knowledge' today is about having particular skills for a particular workplace, or about learning a process of learning, or is about learning to be a certain type of person, with more generic abilities to present one's competencies to best advantage, and more general foundations in ongoing learning (Gee 1999; Beckett and Hager 2002; Chappell et.al. 2003a; Chappell et.al. 2003b ).
In the schooling component of the Changing Work, Changing Workers, Changing Selves project we interviewed education department personnel working in the VET in Schools directorate of the state education department, the principal of the school where the casestudies were located, the class teachers of the two subjects, and a group of students from each of the classes. We found that the rhetoric of the new vocationalism was much more apparent at the centre of the education bureaucracy than it was at the chalk-face. In the school, for the principal and students as well as the teachers, it is more short-term and industry-specific concerns that dominate.
Sociologically it is hardly surprising that the literature of the 'new' vocationalism, the talk of 'enterprise' and 'flexibility' and 'lifelong learning', is much more likely to be found among those who have the time and conditions to be reading, talking, going to conferences about the 'big picture'. The people in the policy and professional development units of the education department were the ones at home with these themes, and were producing a stream of manuals for schools, using the new terminology. When we attended a briefing by the people from this unit, they indicated their approval that we used the term 'vocational learning' rather than VET, and gave us a copy of a handbook they had produced and were hoping to distribute to all schools, which guided students to produce a portfolio of vocational accomplishments that they could use for later work purposes. This 'Work Skills Logbook' for schools, we were told, is: The orientation of the people employed in the VET Directorate within the education department was one of broadly 'vocationalising the curriculum' (which, of course, would also offer opportunities for greater prominence of their own particular unit within the labyrinth organizational structure of this particular large education bureaucracy). They saw their mission in terms of increasing the vocational orientation of all students (students in so-called 'academic' streams as well as those tagged 'vocational'), though in structural terms it was the VET teachers who were their professional development constituency. These curriculum developers emphasized the centrality of planning, portfolios, flexibility in the modern world. They talked of their frustration in getting selective academic schools to take their work seriously. The curriculum developers (and policy-makers) then are the vanguard of certain new moves to vocationalize schools more broadly, but are also constrained by their association with an area that already has a history and given set of associations, and in which speaking from a 'vocational' unit carries less class-based prestige and power than those closely associated with high status subjects and universities. (It is probably the latter rather than the resistance to portfolios and career planning as such that was causing the unwillingness of higher status schools to engage with this unit.)
At the school level, the interview with the principal suggested that, in his view, vocationalism was taken up not because it was important for all students, but because it specifically benefited those students who had been losing out within a traditional academic hierarchy. He saw the VET area as being centrally about a different type of knowledge. For the principal then, the 'new vocationalism' of policy-makers is a field of niche opportunity, but one that is taken up within more long-standing and binary conceptions of who vocational students are and what working knowledge looks like.
So rather than doing a watered down version of the traditional academic course
For the classroom teachers, too, there was little emphasis in their interviews or informal comments during classes about a need to prepare a new type of person, a person with a new awareness of their own skills (as in the work logbook portfolio conception), or a person for whom this would be just the first step on a continuum of 'life-long learning'.
(our observations and interviews here are discussed in more detail in (Tennant and Yates 2003, 2005) . For the hospitality teacher, what was important was to produce students who had a real commitment to this particular industry (or, more specifically, to cooking), who had the technical skills for the entry level positions they would enter, and who would display these well to employers in their work placements: However when we observed the teacher actually teaching the 'communication' topic in class, the lesson was dominated by definitions drawn from old textbooks, with little attempt to relate this to students' actual workplace experiences. For this teacher, a central reality of students' workplace futures is that a high HSC score is important, and needs to be given priority in the way she teaches the course.
In our focus groups with students from the two classes we found a limited and mixed take-up of what it meant to be vocationally oriented. It was common for students to recognize the value of certification of skills: IT student, male.
But the IT students in particular were less certain that they were learning anything of value. Many already had the hands-on skills for the level certificate they were undertaking, and they had little respect for what they referred to as 'theory', the answers they would be required to produce for the HSC examination. The hospitality students were enthusiastic about the hands-on elements of their course. But, apart from the implicit recognition of a portfolio self that accompanies the respect for certification, there was virtually no unsolicited mention of anything relating to generic skills or abilities as part of these students' sense of what they were gaining within these subjects.
How do you combine two conflicting assessment regimes?
The 'dual accreditation' systems under which the classes we observed were operating were (1) the Higher School Certificate, a written examination-based system that is associated with the school system, and that regulates entry to university by converting achievement in subjects studied into a common scale and a single university entrance score; and (2) the Australian Qualifications Framework Certificate II, an assessment regime that is recognized for industrial awards, that has been traditionally taught through TAFE or workplaces, that requires assessment places and assessors to be registered and accredited as Registered Training Organization by a system that has regard to recent and relevant industrial experience, quality of the equipment, etc. The AQF is a competencybased certificate in which assessors tick off a long list of competencies as they are achieved by students, and in which the assessment is not graded but marked as 'achieved' or 'not yet achieved'. HSC is designed to produce spread and hierarchy, to work as a selection filter. AQF is designed to assess competency and job level classification and pay. HSC presumes different intellectual areas of study can be conflated into a single hierarchy of academic potential for university through a single entry score (the UAI). AQF presumes that a certificate level measures readiness to take on a particular role in an industrial hierarchy. The teachers we observed were accredited assessors, but were being required to work out themselves how to combine these two forms of assessment. They did not have a textbook or single guide to follow. And in the two classes we observed, very different things were happening.
The hospitality teacher was explicit in her disapproval that formal traditional examinations had been introduced for her subject. She told us this several times; mentioned it to the principal in our presence, and told us that she and other teachers had written to the Education Department to protest when the examinations were extended.
This teacher loved the food industry, loved being in restaurants, and her aim was, as far as possible, to replicate the training she had experienced in TAFE, and to simulate practices of industrial kitchens. She expected the students to dress in uniform, disciplined them in the manner of a boss or a head chef by yelling at them if they did the wrong thing, spent a lot of time preparing them for their work placement or talking about it afterwards, demonstrating concern and pride that her students would demonstrate the technical skills (of cutting, using equipment etc) as well as the entry-level personal skills (of punctuality, good appearance and obedience) that that workplace would want. She was proud of the fact that her subject took students who often had an unsuccessful past history in academic subjects, and got them involved and interested and working well.
She was also proud of the fact that a number of students each year gained job offers as a result of their work placement. She emphasized the kitchen hierarchy, and that what these students needed to understand in the first instance was their place at the bottom of this. Her emphasis then was on creating an identity for her students as a worker in commercial kitchens, and that this involved technical skills and knowledge and attributes of conformity and obedience. There was no obvious reference to developing either 'enterprise' qualities, nor to futures involving 'lifelong learning'. Nor was there any she was not making enough of their knowledge." (This teacher had not in fact worked in the IT industry, and many of the students did have part-time jobs using IT skills.) Later, when I looked at the HSC examination, I realized I was doing her an injustice.
Examination questions were not related to any actual situated contexts, and doing well did actually require one to learn what the past approved answers would be, not just be able to conduct oneself well in the actual setting or even to know more generally the answer to the question.
This first example is taken from the HSC Hospitality examination:
Q. Why are chefs required to wear uniforms when preparing food?
• A To prevent damage to their clothes
• B To designate the chain of command in the kitchen
• C To promote a team spirit and foster good team morale
• D To protect themselves and protect food from contamination
For ease of marking, examinations begin with some fixed choice short-answer questions, followed by some shorter problems and then some longer essays. But the short answer questions suggest that learning to be a worker or understand the workplace is a single and factual intellectual exercise (like learning a mathematics formula; or learning which medicine to prescribe for a particular illness) rather than a situation that may be thought about and require understanding in multiple ways. To get the correct answer in the shortanswer situation necessarily requires attention to what the examiners have themselves defined as the correct answer. Arguably, in the question quoted above, all of the above are correct (for example, at one of our other sites, a private hotel training school, perspective B was repeatedly emphasized to the students), yet the HSC examiners' report back to teachers simply lists their correct answer (D) and does not find it necessary to explain why other answers were incorrect (such an explanation is given in the case of any questions considered contentious).
Getting a good score on an HSC examination requires learning a particular genre of response, conquering the 'invisible pedagogy'. A question in the IT HSC examination was phrased this way:
The Examiners' Notes cited an example of an insufficient answer, one that gave 'cause' only, as this:
The printer's driver may not be functioning correctly or is not installed properly.
In fact the question itself had already cited an effect 'causing the receptionist to be unable to print'. According to examiners however a proper answer had to spell this out in the manner of the following exemplar:
There is a problem with the printer driver. This means that the computer does not recognise the printer, and therefore cannot print.
So what is at stake here is understanding a particular genre of textual response. The teacher correctly understood that learning the rules of elaborated codes and the academic game was something she needed to be teaching..
In the hospitality and the IT classes then, quite different things were being emphasized as knowledge. For the hospitality students, knowledge was technical skills, discipline, knowing how to act appropriately as one who was on the most junior rung of the occupational hierarchy. What bosses would think was constantly emphasized. In the IT class, what HSC examiners would think was the repeated mantra. There was some skills teaching here, just as, in the hospitality class, students who wished to do the examination were set essays and other tasks that were part of that preparation, but the dominant emphasis in each case was marked and different from each other, and there was little integration of why both conceptions of knowledge might have a place in these vocational classes.. What was being done in the two classes was not just an arbitrary choice, but related to each teacher's own experience and position (the hospitality teacher was well established in the school hierarchy, financially able to resign if she got sick of it, felt sufficiently powerful to voice her criticisms of HSC or of other provisions very forcibly; the IT teacher was not a permanent teacher and had not worked as an IT worker (she had trained as a science teacher). It also related to the cohort of students in each class and the teachers' perceptions of this. In the hospitality class, fewer of the students were seen as 'good' students academically, and few intended to try to go to university. In the IT class, we were told repeatedly about what a strong class this was academically, and only one student did not intend to sit the HSC examination.
The different pedagogies evident in the two classes also reflected these teachers' own interests and identifications. The hospitality teacher was passionate about restaurants, and believed in TAFE training approaches of which she had had some experience. The IT teacher had come to do her degree through a circuitous route. She valued the opportunities of doing this, and that going to university had given her.
So institutional histories, cohort composition, and particular teacher life histories all impact on how assessment and curriculum policies are read and enacted. And what is equally evident in relation to the rhetoric of the new policies, is that the huge workload of trying to integrate two existing training and assessment structures left little time for these teachers to be creatively developing attributes that were not already signalled in those assessments: context specific or reflexive knowledge, for example; career planning; or being 'enterprising'.
Who is the worker imagined to be?
At the national VET in Schools conference I referred to earlier, there was some confusion about who and what was the target of the discussion: was it all students, and their need to be made more enterprising and vocationally self-conscious? was it the students on the 'vocational' (trade-based) training pathways and how they might be managed in a school context? was it those who were 'at risk' and for whom new environments and opportunities needed to be found? But an even more pervasive slippage is evident in the general policy, curriculum and assessment formation, in which vocational qualities and vocational learning are constructed as attributes or achievements but the hospitality teacher's experience is that most industrial kitchens want unquestioning obedience rather than anything else from their most junior trainee. The students in the IT class could supply examples of how they had dealt with communication issues in their workplace; but the assessment, particularly in the form of the examination, is a-contextual. It requires abstracted answers rather than lived or creative ones.
While the hospitality class was attempting to train students to simulate being a worker, and to practice being an entry-level worker in their workplace; the HSC examination presumed a hypothetical worker who can assume any position in the hierarchy. Of course the point of these latter questions within the examination is to produce hierarchy and spread, to assess intellectual ability and not to assess role identifications for an actual workplace. A function of a question that requires analytic, synthetic and reportage skills as compared with getting a definition or calculation correct is to discriminate those who will be awarded distinctions, who will be seen as worthy to proceed to university-and as likely to become managers.
In the focus groups and from the class observations, it was evident that it was the students most likely to proceed to university who were most self-consciously aware about the presumed new work environment-of the need to gather multiple qualifications along the way, to have 'fall-back' options that would allow them to be flexible, regroup, take advantage of other opportunities. By contrast, in the IT class, the male students who were already highly skilled in technical computing skills envisaged the future simply as a skills-based ongoing extension of their present experience in their part-time job. They see their future as continuing to learn new technical things as different 'fixing' issues arise, but do not think about a future where they may go on to different types of work, or about what type of knowledge they would need to do so.
Concluding comments:
This is a period of continuing change in relation to curriculum and institutional arrangements for schooling and a range of different initiatives have been and are being developed in different Australian states. The point of this single case-study in one state then was not to offer a definitive description of what happens in schools, but to use a close-up study of one situation to elicit some of the issues confronting schools, teachers, students, and vocational education policy-makers. The case-study reminds us of the different pressures and influences affecting people in different parts of the education system; of the continued centrality of assessment in shaping what will be emphasized and conveyed to students; and of the relevance of teachers' own life histories, and students' own embodied differences in the way the curriculum is enacted and its outcomes produced.
In terms of the project's overall interest in 'pedagogies of the new vocationalism', in the school site discussed here, the young people were positioned as people to be taught things and drilled rather than as learners who have knowledge and experience that can be brought to the classroom (though many of them worked in part-time jobs). 'Knowing that' (in the case of HSC) and 'knowing how' (in the case of AQF) is conveyed as more important that 'knowing how to go on learning'. What employers thought of a student in their work-placements was important to teachers, but teachers had limited means of selecting employers or asking for particular types of input from them; and they did not have a role in the formal assessment processes. For the students, embodied being and family enculturation were relevant to how different students fared in the classes and in the workplace, but were not the subject of attention in the curriculum. curriculum objectives for what schooling should achieve; how teachers bring what has been important to them to any new directives. These are characteristics and conditions of vocational subject-making (in both senses) in schools that are unlikely to disappear.
